Psychophysiological indicators of stress reactivity in adolescent psychiatric patients with dissociative symptomatology.
Thus far, possible neurobiological underpinnings of dissociative symptomatology have not been studied sufficiently. We studied the reactivity of the autonomous nervous system to a non-specific laboratory stressor in a clinical group of adolescents with dissociative symptomatology. The effects of an attentional task, administered with and without noise, on heart rate, skin resistance and the level of subjective distress were studied in 2 groups of 19 and 20 adolescent psychiatric patients with high and low degrees of self-reported dissociative symptoms as measured by the Adolescent Dissociative Experiences Scale, respectively. Patients with a high degree of dissociative symptoms demonstrated significantly larger changes in heart rate during the attentional task, while the noise had no effect on heart rate. Additional noise led to an increase in skin resistance levels and subjective distress in both groups. The results of the current study provide preliminary evidence that the intensity of the stress response represents a sensitivity to stress which may correlate with the exacerbation and fluctuation of dissociative symptomatology.